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When writing Japanese words and names in English, you should use a standard and 
consistent system for representing the sounds of Japanese with the English alphabet. This 
document compares the main systems for romanizing Japanese and describes one 


recommended system in detail. 


> Kunreishiki and Hepburn Romanization 


The two main traditional romanization systems are called Kunreishiki (#ll47xX) and 
Hepburn (+7 >’ x). Summaries of these two systems appear in Japan Style Sheet (Society 
of Writers, Editors and Translators, 1998). In recent years, a third, informal system—what we 
will call the Wapuro System here—has emerged as well. 

The principal differences between the Kunreishiki and Hepburn systems are shown in the 


following chart: 


Kunreishiki | Hepburn 


L si shi 
ie zi ji 
6 ti chi 
?) tu tsu 
S hu fu 
L sya sha 
U zya ja 
B® tya cha 
L syu shu 
Uw zyu ju 
bw tyu chu 
Lak syo sho 
CE Zyo jo 
BE tyo cho 


Kunreishiki is the system taught in most Japanese primary schools, it was adopted in the 
ISO 3602 standard, and it is used sometimes in academic writing and Japanese-language 


education. Hepburn romanization is used by the Japanese government on passports and in 


most of its international communications, it is recommended for academic writing, and it is 
the system most widely used in English-language publications in Japan and other countries. 

Each system has advantages and disadvantages. Kunreishiki provides a closer one-to-one 
correspondence between Japanese kana and English letters. For example, the first consonants 
of the syllables 7%, 4, 2, CT, and & function in Japanese as the same sound (i.e., the 
phoneme /t/). In Kunreishiki, this sound is represented by the letter ¢ in all cases: fa, ti, tu, te, 
to. This correspondence makes Kunreishiki easier for native Japanese speakers to learn and 
more suitable for linguistic descriptions of the Japanese language. On the other hand, English 
speakers who do not know Japanese can guess the actual sounds of these syllables more 
accurately from the Hepburn romanizations: ta, chi, tsu, te, to. A typical English speaker who 
sees 42*C~ written as the Kunreishiki tikatetu would likely pronounce all of the ?’s like a 
hard English “t’”; this hard “t” sound is quite different from the initial consonant sounds in © 
and ~>. The Hepburn spelling chikatetsu would yield a pronunciation closer to the Japanese. 

The Wapuro System is based on the methods used to type Japanese on computers using 
romaji input (rather than kana input). To input U9 4%, for example, one types 
J-U-U-Y-0-U. Habituated to this method, many people now romanize CU» 9 £9 with extra 
vowels (juuyou) rather than with macrons (zyi#yo in Kunreishiki or ji#y6 in Hepburn). And 
because the syllabic  (A/) must often be typed N-N, many people now spell a word like [TV 
Os/u as Keihinn. While the Wapuro System is convenient for e-mail and other informal 
contexts, it has not been adopted officially by any major publications and it is not suitable for 
academic writing. 

Whatever romanization system you use, if you have to romanize a lot of Japanese you will 
encounter many tricky issues when trying to represent long vowels, word divisions, and other 
features of Japanese consistently. If you have no preference for a particular romanization 
system, we recommend that you use the Hepburn-based system outlined in the following 


section. 
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> Recommended Hepburn-Based Romanization System 


[> Syllables 


a a 
2» ka 
2S ga 


HL + 
a 
& 


Yo eH 
< 
g 


TF va 


eee Ja 


& 
ee 
L¥& 
Ux 
5 
Be 
(Z 
Ox 
Oe 
Oe 
FES 
0 


< 
at 
~ 


TSO Sr OF 0 CC ink 
N 


) ri 


sha 
cha 


nya 
hya 
bya 
pya 
mya 
rya 


74 wi 


TA vi 


AA si 
RA zi 
Tat 
a of “al 
Tie te 


ROS Sale Se oe ee 0 ME Py AS Us 
= 


kyu 
gyu 
shu 
ju 
chu 
ju 
nyu 
hyu 
byu 
pyu 
myu 
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SpA? SANE YW 
ec 


re 


io 
= 
fay) 
TNR ERB MH OM & A WIL ft OF 
za 
jo) 


[> Long Vowels 


When writing about Japanese topics for an audience that includes people who may know 
Japanese, indicate long (or double) vowels with a macron: 
B&H SA okdsan 
~-— =F — (onomatopoeia) kiki 
< Dav) (ZEHB) Kikai 
SR helt 
tBY GHD) tori 
Spell (fv, t£V’, and similar kana combinations with ei, even though they are 
pronounced with the vowel sequence XX: 
IFVYSV) REA) keizai 
TEV (BUN) seifu 
AA Y mein 


Spell combinations pronounced like 434, suchas = 9 and @ 4, witho: 
CDCI (tet) kdzd 
Do not use uw or h to represent vowel length, so avoid spellings such as Kuukai, Kuhkai, 
kouzou, or kohzoh. You should make an exception, however, with personal names (such as 
Satou or Itoh) when you know that the individual person prefers that spelling. 
When the two vowels in a double-vowel combination would be represented by different 


kanji, repeat the vowel letter instead of using a macron: 
(Lev) GE) baai (not bai) 


AVILA LE 9 (CREE) ~=Kiihanto or Kii Peninsula (not Kthanté 
or Ki Peninsula) 


2°09 6 (SI) Katsuura (not Katsiira) 
Vt xz & (FARR) Ise Eki (not Iséki) or Ise Station 
= 9 fe VPHB) kouta (not kota) 


Unicode fonts or other special fonts are necessary to produced straight macrons as in @, 7, ui, 
é, and 0. If you cannot produce those characters on your computer, you may use a circumflex 

When your readers are not familiar with Japan or the Japanese language, or when macrons 
might cause problems for technical reasons, such as in e-mail or on the Web, do not use 
macrons: Kukai, kozo. 
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Unless you need to show the Japanese pronunciation unambiguously, do not use macrons 
with well-known place names, such as Tokyo or Osaka, or with Japanese words that have 
been naturalized into English, such as “bento” or “judo.” 


[> Long Consonants 


Long (or double) consonants, represented by a small ~, are indicated in most cases by 
doubling the English consonant letter: 


Pore katta 
VYOIK 9D ~ ippé 
Soe budda 

Before syllables beginning with sh, represent the long consonant with s: 
hole <  asshuku 

Before ch and ts, use t: 
O62 <  atchaku 
ko yottsu 

[> Syllabic n 
When / comes at the end of a word or before a consonant other than y, use n-: 


LA DAAEA — shinkansen 


When /A comes before a vowel or y in the same word, put an apostrophe after the n: 
(EA hon’ 
(ZA < — hon’yaku 


The purpose of the apostrophe is to distinguish, for example, honya ((\E(C > 9, "ZL) from 
hon’yii WEA) 9, AA). 


Although /v is often written m before b, p, or m, for simplicity’s sake we recommend n 


in all cases: 


& ANE tonbo (not tombo) 
LANEY. — shinpai (not shimpai) 


SAE  sanma (not samma) 
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[> Hyphens 
Avoid using hyphens whenever possible: 
va4 08 Nishi Kasai (not Nishi-Kasai) 
Wak jOshikiteki (not joshiki-teki) 
[| =F Yamanotesen or Yamanote Line (not Yamanote-sen) 


Exceptions are honorific prefixes and place-name suffixes: 


FAH? A, Tanaka-san 
YAH  Ochiai-kun 
rykSTH © Takamatsu-shi or Takamatsu City 
tHZS)IIEX Kanagawa-ku or Kanagawa Ward 
[> Capitalization 
When using a reference system that specifies sentence capitalization, capitalize only 
proper names, the first words of sentences, and other words that would be capitalized in 
English. When uncertain, use lower case. The following examples are book titles: 
lwETAVAEAAR RAK FORE] 


Teikoku Amerika to Nihon: Buryoku izon no k6zo 


[yr n7—sAJ 
Kuma no Pu-san 


PESESESBO<K YO MEE ATIO PEK 


Nn 


Tkiiki machizukuri: Saitama-ken Shiki-shi no chosen 
When using title capitalization, capitalize all words except particles (Hi). The following 
is the name of a journal: 
TREAOR-= & ffir) 
Koatsuryoku no Kagaku to Gijutsu 
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[> Word Division 


When transcribing phrases or sentences, write nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, 
and particles as separate words. Include verb and adjective suffixes as part of the root word 
(kakimasu, not kaki masu; omoshirokatta, not omoshiro katta). Treat forms of the verb suru 
as separate words (kakunin shita, not kakuninshita). Put a space after verb forms ending in -te 
or -de (kangaete iru, not kangaeteiru). Spell the particles (£, ~-, and 2% as wa, e, and o. 

Here is an example: 

AAI RIL, IEMICBASNEE SICK ORR EIU CT 
MHL. DIbEDNOCOTROERMOI, HAR COMMCES 
RARE. PDRHeTICPhKeaCAHORLSTEREMLRL, 
BUR OFT ANC Ko CHORE O BHD S OL ORWE DICH 
SL¢eREL, CLICEMDARICHTSOLC Le BBL 
DRE ZUETET BD} 


Nihon kokumin wa, seito ni senkyo sareta Kokkai ni okeru daihyosha 


o tstujite kodo shi, warera to warera no shison no tame ni, shokokumin 
to no kyowa ni yoru seika to, waga kuni zendo ni watatte jiyii no 
motarasu keitaku o kakuho shi, seifu no koi ni yotte futatabi senso no 
sanka ga okoru koto no nai yo ni suru koto o ketsui shi, koko ni 
shuken ga kokumin ni son suru koto o sengen shi, kono Kenpo o 
kakutei suru. 
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